Erasmus Darwin is known nowadays largely as an evolutionist, prefiguring in remarkable ways his grandson's theory. But his scope was far wider than this. In his lifetime he was better known as one of England's foremost physicians. Indeed, the story is told of how, at the height of his fame, he was visited in Derby by a well to do yet worried gentleman who had driven all the way from London for a consultation. Darwin was naturally fl~ttered but aske? why his visitor had exposed himself to the perils of the late eighteenth-century trar:sport system, when there were so many emment doctors in London, for instance the King's physician, Dr Richard Warren (1731-97). 'I am Dr Warren,' replied his visitor. Unfortunately, the story does not have a happy ending: Darwin could not do anything for Dr Warren, who died a few weeks later.
D~rwin spent his whole life in the Midlands, putting up his plate first in Nottingham in 1756 and then, finding that not a single patient knocked on his door, transferring to Lichfield in 1757. Here he had the good luck to save a young man whose desperate mother had appealed to him after all the other local physicians had given up. This marked the beginning of a remarkable career, first in Lichfield and then, after 24 years, at Radburn Hall in Derbyshire and finally, from 1784 to 1802, in Derby. Although his fame spread throughout England and ultimately much of the world, he refused to move south. King George III (1738-1820) longed to have him as his physician and repeatedly asked why he would not come south.
Darwin's great medical text, Zoonomia (of more than 200,000 words), was published in two volumes in 1794-96 and went through three editions in his lifetime. French, German and Italian translations soon followed. Zoonomia dis-cuss~d not only the numerous illnesses, both physical and mental, which Darwin encountered in his very extensive practice but also attempted to put them into a theoretical framework. Moreover, the first volume sets his medicine into a wider physio-philosophic schematic. It was one of the foremost medical texts at the turn of the eighteenth century.
But Darwin, although primarily a physician, was also involved, like other eighteenth-century medical men, in many of the excitements of those times. Late. eighteenth-century Britain was opening to previously unheard of possibilities. Through his founder membership of the Lunar Society Darwiñ as fully involved in many of these projects, from I~proved. steering for carriages to experiments WIth t?e au-pump, from canal building to geology, s~ea.king ma~hines, flying devices and meteorology. His mterest m botany led him not only to establish one of the first private botanical gardens and to compose a lengthy poem, The Botanic Garden, but also to translate Linnaeus' Genera Plantarum and arguably anticipate William Withering (1741-99) in the medicinal use of the foxglove.
ar~in'~optimism, and perhaps the prevailing optimism m England at that time, comes through in his last great poem, The Temple of Nature; or, The O!,igin of Soc.iety, on which he was working at the.. time. of hIS death. Here Darwin's great facility WIth language is engaged fully and his v~lutionary vision, encompassing the entire hvmg world, from the first 'specks of animated earth' to man himself, 'who rules the bestial crowd', .is~xpre~sed fully.' As Desmond King-Hele said m his keynote presentation to the Lichfield conference:
He was the first to tell us Where we have come from How we made our way here And how long it all took.
CUM Smith
Aston University, Birmingham, UK (email: smithcumisaston.ac.uk) 1 Smith CUM, Arnott R. 
